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Pope John Paul II arrived in Bolivia on the evening of May 9. In honor of his arrival, about 5,000
workers and students suspended a hunger strike after 12 days. They were protesting large-scale
public employment job cuts, and said they would resume the hunger strike when the Pope departs.
During a meeting on May 11 with impoverished peasants and miners in Oruro, the Pope delivered
a scathing critique of free market capitalism, blaming it for Bolivia's economic ruin. The success
of capitalism in some countries, he said, does not excuse the fact that a system driven by the profit
motive allows men's lives to be ruined by the laws of the market. He spoke after hearing sad, angry
men describe lives of hardship. Oruro was once a booming tin-mining center. Thousands of Bolivian
miners are unemployed, result of a government austerity program introduced in 1985 to cope with
falling tin prices on the world market, galloping inflation and a loss of credit with foreign banks.
Addressing the crowd of about 100,000 miners, peasants and workers gathered on a dusty field
outside Oruro, the Pope said: "Certainly, one cannot deny the good results achieved by the joint
efforts of private and public initiative in those countries where a regime of liberty rules. Those
achievements, nonetheless, cannot serve as a pretext to get around the defects of an economic
system whose principal motive is profit, where man is subordinated to capital, converting him into
a piece in an immense productive machine, leaving his work reduced to simple merchandise at
the mercy of the comings and goings of the law of supply and demand." Later in Cochabamba,
during an address before a youth rally, the Pope warned against forms of seduction ranging from
alcohol abuse to "the temptation of easy enrichment by way of drug trafficking." At an outdoor
mass attended by over 200,000 people in Santa Cruz on May 12, and in another address in the city,
the Pope called on Bolivians to combat the drug trade which he said was destroying their society
with corruption and murder. He repeatedly articulated his perspective that drug trafficking is a
social ill linked to Bolivia's extreme poverty and underdevelopment. External factors like "excessive
economic dependence" have exacerbated Bolivia's plight, he said. According to Bolivian police,
Santa Cruz is the largest transshipment point for cocaine being smuggled out of the country. On
May 13 in Santa Cruz, during an address to Catholic lay workers, the Pope said the Church should
be "a meeting point between that which in the world is called the right and the left," adding, "We
should constitute a meeting point, a point of reconciliation, because the world cannot live with a
continuous division." John Paul said those improvised remarks were a commentary on his recent
encyclical, which blamed the superpower rivalry for prolonging underdevelopment in the Third
World. The Pope's four-nation Latin American tour included Uruguay, his first stop, Bolivia, Peru
and Paraguay. (Basic data from AP, AFP, 05/11/88, 05/12/88; New York Times, 05/12/88; 05/13/88)
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